W henever I have a question about ants, rather than consult the literature or check the Internet, I ask my colleague Andy Suarez, who, it seems, knows just about everything that's worth knowing about ants. So I was surprised that he didn't know anything about what was billed as one of "the Most Interesting and Unusual Facts on the Net" (http://www. greatfacts.com/index2.htm). As an entomologist, I feel no responsibility for checking the veracity of facts that relate to any organisms with fewer than six legs, so I'm willing for the sake of argument to believe that, as this website declaims, all polar bears really are left-handed and all porcupines really can float in water (and have 30,000 quills on their bodies, which are replaced every year). But I had serious reservations about an entomological Interesting and Unusual Fact-namely, that "an ant always falls over on its right side when intoxicated."
Suspecting that there was a body of literature involving ant intoxication of which I was blissfully unaware, I asked Andy what he knew. Andy not only didn't clarify things for me-he had never heard that intoxicated ants always fall on their right side-he raised yet another puzzling question to resolve. Since he works on Argentine ants in Argentina, he wondered whether the right-side rule applied in the southern hemisphere, or whether, like clockwise toilets that reverse directions when they cross the equator, South American ants fall on their left side after, say, imbibing too much pulque.
To find out just how "unusual" this "Unusual Fact" was, I did a quick search of the Internet and found that in the cyber-world this fact is, in fact, well-established. It appears, for example, on the site Answerbag (http://www.answerbag.com/ q_view/323833) (along with the observation that deer have no gall bladders) and it also appears on the "Stuff You Didn't Know" site (http://www.britneyisdead.com/Stuff. html) (which, in addition to the left-handed polar bears, also provided the helpful information that "it takes four hours to hardboil an ostrich egg"). I also found it on Yahoo! Answers, on a site called "Unsolved Mysteries" under the heading "A multitude of weird things that you probably didn't know" (http://www.unsolvedmysteries.com/ usm465797.html), along with the floating porcupines and the statement that "a duck's quack doesn't echo." And it appears under the heading "Worthless Information" on another site http://www.ka5cvh.com/fun_stuff/ jokes/worthles.htm), sandwiched between "A crocodile cannot stick its tongue out," and the ubiquitous left-handed polar bears.
Many of the sites providing this information about ants also included snarky remarks about what motivated members of the scientific establishment to spend their time getting ants drunk. One Shyamala Ramanathan was inspired to blog on her site, "Inspired to Blog" (Edwardshttp://shyamram.blogspot. com/2004_12_01_archive.html), "getting an ant intoxicated -that boggled my imagination rather. Ok, so it always falls over on its right side when it's intoxicated. That's just the bare fact. There is so much more that has been left out, things we don't know about intoxicating and intoxicated ants. How DOES one get an ant intoxicated? On what? How much of whatever liquor does it take? Does it prefer beer to spirits? What sort of a glass does it use? Does it prefer a straw? How does one keep an ant merely (and possibly merrily) intoxicated without it going over into the blind raving drunk zone? Would the ant prefer a bar or a pub, or would it be pleased to spend Happy Hour in a lab, in a spirit of scientific endeavour?" I must confess, my mind was fairly boggled along the same lines (and I was already distracted by recurring mental images of floating porcupines Chapter V, titled "Behaviour to Relations," concludes with an account of a series of studies examining how ants behave toward "friends and strangers" after various degrees of impairment. Lubbock's overall objective was "to ascertain whether ants knew their fellows by any sign or pass word," in particular "to see if they could recognize them when in a state of sensibility." He noted that ants that had been chloroformed were picked up and tossed into a moat of water irrespective of whether they were friends or strangers. Upon realizing that "the ants being to all intents and purposes dead, we could not expect that any differences would be made between friends and strangers," Lubbock decided that intoxicating the ants would be a better test of nestmate recognition. Despite the difficulties in hitting off "the requisite degree of intoxication," he noted that "the sober ants seemed somewhat puzzled at finding their intoxicated fellow creatures in such a disgraceful condition, took them up, and carried them about for a time in a somewhat aimless manner." Disgraceful condition notwithstanding, "out of forty-one intoxicated friends," 32 were ultimately escorted home by their long-suffering nestmates (and only 9 "thrown into the water").
Lubbock's keen observations, however, included no mention of directional staggering. Nonetheless, the work attained iconic status and is cited to this day in the scientific literature, although somewhere along the way it was embroidered for greater effecte.g., by 1907, according to the account of the experiments by John Holmes Agnew and Walter Hilliard Bidwell for Eclectic Magazine, the ants were not only intoxicated, they were "reeking of whisky." Lubbock would surely have been interested in the work of Charles Abramson in pioneering the honey bee Apis mellifera as a model species for investigating the "Neurobiological, Psychosocial, and Developmental Correlates of Drinking." Abramson noted that "consumption of 10% and 20% ethanol solutions decreases locomotion …[and] ethanol solutions greater than 5% significantly impair Pavlovian conditioning of proboscis extension." So there is definitive evidence that, whatever other social skills they possess, honey bees just can't hold their liquor. Further studies showed that alcohol affects "self-administration, disruption of learning and locomotion when traveling home [to the hive], preferences for commercially available alcoholic beverages" and increases aggressive behavior in Africanized bees (Abramson et al. 2005) . Intoxicated bees also don't communicate very well; Bozic et al. (2006) demonstrated that intoxicated bees have problems managing the intricacies of the waggle dance.
There are limits to the utility of the honey bee as a model organism for investigating human responses to alcohol. I don't know how an experiment might be designed, for example, to determine if bees that are intoxicated think their jokes are way funnier than they actually are. But they're surely better models than a bean plant or a marine isopod, both of which have been intoxicated in the name of science. Noting that ethanol had a clear and repeatable effect on the periodicity of leaf-movement rhythm of Phaseolus bean plants, Enright (1971) leaped across a gaping taxonomic divide to see if it similarly affected the "free-running tidal rhythmicity of the sand-beach isopod, Excirolana chiltoni." Aside from inducing some aberrant behaviors, which included burying themselves in sand with their abdomens projecting "ostrich-like" above the sand, and disturbingly high mortality after the first 24 hours, Enright (1971) succeeded in demonstrating that ethanol does in fact increase the length of the free-running tidal activity rhythm of the isopods. Whether ethanol affects rhythmicity by the same mechanism in bean plants and sand-beach isopods was left as unresolved by Enright, but he allowed that "the present phenomenon is probably not directly involved in the subjective experience that alcoholic beverages make the time pass faster." I'm not sure I fully accept the idea that sand beach isopods and bean plants have reactions to alcohol identical to reactions of human consumers of alcohol; I don't know, for example, how a bean plant can be loud and obnoxious at a party. But humans, arthropods, and alcohol do seem to be inextricably linked culturally. Mescal, for example, an alcoholic beverage distilled from agave, is traditionally bottled with a "gusano de maguey," a small white caterpillar (often Aegiale hesperiaris or Hyptotis agavis), floating in the bottom (a tradition, by the way, that dates back not to the ancient Aztecs but to 1950, when a Mexican entrepreneur Jacobo Lozano Paez dreamed up the idea as a way of authenticating the agavaceous origin of the product). Today consumption of large quantities of mescal cause college students not to fall on their right side but rather to eat the pickled insect floating in the bottom of the bottle (a query on YouTube with "tequila worm" yields 167 videos, despite the fact that, technically speaking, bottles of mescal, and not tequila, are the ones with the "worms").
There are also several brands of vodka featuring a pickled scorpion floating in the bottom of the bottle. In one brand putatively from Thailand, the scorpion is a "farmraised" Heterometrus spinifer. Skorppio, a vodka imported from England, also comes with a pickled scorpion, unidentified but also "farm-raised." The scorpions, interestingly, are, according to the label, "subject to analysis certified by the Chamber of Commerce of Pismo Beach, CA., U.S.A., to confirm that no harmful substances are present. http://www. liquorsnob.com/archives/2006/03/skorppio_vodka_feel_the_sting.php). I had no idea that sort of thing has been going on in Pismo Beach-up until now, the only cultural reference point I've had for the place is that it's where Bugs Bunny was trying to get to when he didn't turn left at Albuquerque in the Warner Brothers classic cartoon "Ali Baba Bunny." I wonder if he would have made it to Pismo Beach by turning right in Argentina.
